Analysing the performance of in vitro fertilization clinics in the United Kingdom.
During the past century, the manufacturing industry has achieved major successes in improving the quality of its products. An essential factor in these successes has been the use of Walter A. Shewhart's pioneering work in the economic control of variation, which culminated in the development of a simple yet powerful theory of variation, which classifies variation as having a common or special cause and thus guides the user to the most appropriate action to effect improvement. Using publicly available performance data, which includes percentage of live births and multiple births, for in vitro fertilization (IVF) clinics in the United Kingdom, we show a central role for Shewhart's approach in moving away from the limitations and controversies associated with performance league tables towards data analyses to support continual improvement. We outline strategies for dealing with common and special causes of variation in IVF clinic performance data.